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AS AN OLD TESTAMENT INTERPRETER 



PROFESSOR GEORGE ADAM SMITH, D.D. 
Glasgow, Scotland 



President Harper was so very much more than an author that his 
literary work is in danger of being cast into the shade by his other high 
and towering achievements. Indeed, it was a matter of surprise to all 
who watched his absorption in practical affairs, and who knew the 
thoroughness with which he labored at the details of business, that he 
found any time at all for literary work. And one must confess that 
the publication of his Commentary on Amos and Hosea, which of all 
his literary works was the ripest result of his scholarship and may be 
taken as representative of his authorship, was awaited by his friends 
with some anxiety lest his undoubted ability to produce a great work in 
his own subject should be found to have been seriously handicapped by 
the heavy weights he was carrying in so many other enterprises. Since 
1 89 1 the responsibilities he assumed were vast: he had to build a 
great university from the" foundation, and to start as a pioneer of edu- 
cation in several new directions; he had the care of great finances, and 
the trouble of innumerable personal relations of a more or less delicate 
character; and as his work grew, he had to do it in the eye, not only 
of one of the largest and keenest commercial communities of our time, 
but of the whole American nation. Yet our anxieties were ground- 
less. His book, when it appeared, was recognized by scholars as an 
adequate and exhaustive piece of work — one of the very best com- 
mentaries of modern times, with no signs of haste or starvation about 
it ; as learned as it was sane, as thorough in detail as it was balanced 
in arrangement, as restlessly vigilant to all the innumerable questions 
which a century of controversy has raised about its subject as it was 
steady and clear in its grasp and vision of the whole. 

On reading the Commentary for the second time — "commentary" 
is an inadequate name for it, it is a history as well — I am impressed 
with the fact that the very things which raised the anxiety of some 
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observers, and which in a smaller man would certainly have imper- 
iled the interests of his literary work, have been themselves the secrets 
of its achievement. Dr. Harper has succeeded as an author upon just 
the same virile qualities which have won him fame in other and very 
different fields. His book is strenuous with these qualities, and one 
can see here all his busy practical occupations; the discipline and 
experience he so bravely won among them, so far from disabling him 
in its performance, have braced and trained him for its fulfilment. 

His practical work was virtually that of a great architect; and its 
success proves him to have possessed the genius and strength of such 
a character. In addition to his power of vision, of foreshadowing a 
large and beautiful result in his imagination, and to his power of inter- 
preting the generally inarticulate instinct of the popular mind of his 
day, an architect is great through a thorough apprenticeship in the 
technical details of his craft; through his appreciation of the other 
crafts that are contributory to his own; through his business capaci- 
ties (in this differing from other artists) ; through his intelligence of 
the needs of the very different interests and occupations in life for 
which his art is to provide a habitation, atmosphere, and inspiration; 
through his ability to work with men of all ranks in the social hier- 
archy; through his sympathy with points of view utterly different 
from his own, his patience in listening to all varieties of opinion, and 
his power to bring the short and narrow designs of the many and the 
partial into line with his own long views and comprehension of the 
whole. In his social and educational organizations Dr. Harper 
evinced all these qualities. He was a great architect. By a long 
apprenticeship he had mastered, in a wonderful way, the work of a 
teacher. Yet while expert in what is sometimes supposed, though 
falsely, to be one of the narrowest of subjects, he had not only mas- 
tered the departments of scholarship contributory to it, but evinced a 
sympathy with, and a comprehension of, the requirements and the 
methods of every other department of university life; and he had, still 
more widely, an intelligence of the popular instincts and necessities 
of his time. There is evidence in his lectures, collected under the 
title of The Trend in Higher Education, that for this broad outlook 
and sympathy he had found the inspiration in the very heart of his 
own subject. The Old Testament is in touch with so many forms of 
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life ; it offers to the intellect so many issues and sympathies. And it 
does not require Dr. Harper's explicit acknowledgment of his debt 
especially to those great teachers and publicists, the prophets and 
the wise men of Israel, to let us see how much he owed to the litera- 
ture, which formed his immediate professional duty, of his quick 
instinct and wide comprehension of the intellectual life and the popu- 
lar needs of his own day. In his exposition of what education should 
be he shows just that combination, which is found, say, in the books 
of Deuteronomy and Proverbs, of high spiritual ideals with democratic 
sympathies and care for the interests of the multitude. And to these 
he added the prophets' own power of confident vision of great and 
splendid results for the nation which worked for such ideals and 
responsibilities. 

To return to the Commentary: it also impresses itself upon one as 
the product of the equipment, the experience, and the genius of a great 
architect. I do not need to speak of the mastery of technical detail 
which distinguishes it. Dr. Harper was a thorough Hebrew scholar; 
and as he was also a finished and ardent teacher, it goes without saying 
that the technical detail is always expressed and enforced with clear- 
ness and point. There is also full command of the higher critical, 
historical, and religious questions. None of these have escaped him; 
and in stating them he does a justice that is unusual to workers in the 
same field. The arguments on all sides are fairly and exhaustively 
stated. Where views have to be condemned or pruned, this is done 
without prejudice or personal feeling. The moral tone of the book is, 
therefore, exceedingly high, and keeps the intellectual atmosphere clear 
and cool. Equally conspicuous are the construction and proportion of 
the whole. It would be difficult to find anything overdone or top-heavy. 
There is no strain or warp in the architecture; no eccentricity either 
in the main or the tributary lines of it. Dr. Harper never seeks after 
novel effects, nor pants to outrace other scholars and occupy a more 
advanced position than any of them has yet reached. Nor does he 
fall into the opposite vice; for while his survey of the literature of his 
subject is vast, and he marshals his predecessors' opinions in great 
numbers upon every question, his genius for organizing has enabled 
him to do this without weariness or confusion to his reader. He avoids 
needless controversy ; and extreme or inaccurate opinions, after being 
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fairly stated, fall away through the reasonable expression of the cor- 
rect views. 

One cannot read his general introduction to the volume, with its 
history of the prophetic movement up to Amos, without great admira- 
tion. Very few points have been missed; and the clearness, candor, 
and justice of the whole are as conspicuous as its wealth of detail and 
comprehensiveness. 

But the whole book is at once a thesaurus of the present science 
of its subject, and a trustworthy judgment upon this. It will long 
endure as the standard work in the English language upon Amos and 
Hosea; and one hopes that its lamented author has been able to leave 
behind him part at least of the continuation through other prophets. 



